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Prioritizing Creativity: 
Interpreting the Creative Needs Within the Field of Agricultural Communications

Introduction/ Conceptual Framework

Knowledge and information have become accessible instantaneously and at our fingertips through the use of smartphones and high-speed internet utilizing sites such as Google, YouTube, and social media (Powers, 2018). This new information age has shifted society and industry from being dependent on knowledge to relying on individuals’ understanding of how to use the information available to them. To turn available information into actionable steps for innovation, creativity may be the solution, as Forbes has named creativity as the skill of the future (Naiman, 2019; Powers, 2018). 

The agricultural industry has increased production significantly since the middle of the 20th century and must continue to optimize productivity, address climate issues, adapt to volatile markets, and face a growing list of other issues (Pretty et al., 2010). Innovation certainly rises to the top of the list when determining how to best address the industry’s ever-growing challenges; thus, creativity has become a crucial skill to assist agriculturalists in addressing these issues and solving these problems (Intarachaimas, 2012). For agriculturalists to begin to tackle these numerous issues, they first must have a better understanding of what creativity looks like in their industry and how to communicate it to the public. The need for better communication of agricultural innovations and practices to the public has become a larger focus in recent years and increases the need for improved communication between agricultural and consumer audiences. 

Agricultural communicators must be well versed in a variety of skills related to communication tools and software in addition to tailoring messages to specific audiences all while adapting to knowledge gap issues amongst public audiences (Kurtzo et al., 2016). Creativity is among the highly sought-after soft skills requested to enhance communication efforts in the workplace, especially in the agricultural industry (Clem, 2013; Corder & Irlbeck, 2018; Irlbeck & Akers, 2009), even though it is often considered a supplemental skill in course delivery (Corder & Irlbeck, 2018). Both academia and industry agree creativity is a much-needed competency for effective and pertinent communication (Morgan & Rucker, 2013); however, research applied to creativity within the agricultural communications discipline is currently lacking. Pursuing creativity research will further enhance the understanding of creativity and provide direction for educators and practitioners when utilizing creativity throughout agricultural communications. 

From Hancock’s (2016) research exploring creativity within agricultural communications courses in higher education, it was suggested that researchers continue to analyze creativity from an industry perspective to create a more holistic understanding of the impact of creative thinking on the industry. As creativity can be described to be multi-faceted (Isaksen, 1988), it is important to also use a holistic approach when conceptualizing it. This study utilized the four Ps of creativity developed by Rhodes (1961) as it presents a multi-faceted, four-strand approach to creativity where each is unique academically but functionally operate together. The four Ps of creativity are process, person, product, and press (Rhodes, 1961).
 
The creative process encompasses the systematic, mental steps an individual cycles through to develop creative ideas (Sawyer, 2012). The creative product includes specific criteria to classify the resulting tangible idea as creative or not (Besemer, 1998). The creative person has been defined with a series of positive and negative personality characteristics influencing a person’s ability to be creative (Cropley, 2001). Finally, the creative press, which is often referred to as the creative environment, encompasses the interactions of an individual with their surrounding environment resulting in creative expression from an individual’s personality, values, attitude, equipment, and everyday life experiences (Rhodes, 1961). Understanding the four approaches of creativity is important to aid in our understanding of how each component might affect creative development in individuals as well as how they could conflict with other components to deter this growth (Mooney, 1963). Lou et al. (2012) found experts in higher education prioritize the four Ps relatively closely together when assessing creativity within individuals.

Purpose and Objectives

The purpose of this study was to explore the perceptions of agricultural communications professionals on creativity within the industry and assess their thoughts on creative skills needed in future employees. Determining the importance of creativity to the industry and gaining some insight into the creative skills needed to successfully communicate about agriculture is an important first step toward building a future workforce that is skilled and well prepared enough to tackle the growing challenges the industry faces. This knowledge may help both educators and communicators better prepare students and new employees for the demands of the field while continuing to encourage creative development in current professionals The following research objectives guided this study: 

RO1: Determine the importance agricultural communications professionals place on 
          creativity in the workplace. 
RO2: Explore agricultural communications professionals’ evaluation of how well 
          creativity is utilized within the field 

Methods

A phenomenological, qualitative study was conducted to evaluate the research objectives of this study. Using a qualitative research design allows for exploration in a topic area with a minimal knowledge base (Morse & Richards, 2002) and allows for interpretation of a phenomenon based on participants’ statements (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).
 
The target population for this study included all agricultural communications professionals in the U.S. Professional organizations were located through the Agriculture Network Information Collaborative (AgNIC), which serves as a voluntary alliance for members wanting to provide information across the internet related to agricultural topics (AgNIC, 2018). The list of organizations was narrowed to 10 by purposefully selecting those with an agricultural communications emphasis and connection to the research inquiry. Board members were purposefully selected within each organization based on their representation of both the organization and different segments throughout the discipline. Contact information for each member was located from organizational websites and further internet searches. From the 111 board members found within the selected organizations, a minimum of one member from each organization was initially contacted based on a panel of experts’ knowledge of their willingness to participate. Participants from each organization were contacted by email with others contacted after regrets were sent or a lack of reply was observed. Eight total participants were recruited for the study, where data saturation is achieved with a sample size of three to 10 participants in a phenomenological study (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Of the eight participants in the study, most were female (n = 5, 63%) with an average of 17 years of experience and an audience focus mostly within the agricultural sector (n = 7, 88%).
 
One-on-one, semi-structured interviews were used to collect data using a researcher-developed interview guide further exploring each creative approach defined by Rhodes (1961). Interviews were scheduled and conducted via phone or Zoom and were approximately 30 to 60 minutes in length. Interviews were recorded using the iPhone application TapeACall for transcription purposes and to build dependability and credibility of the findings (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Recordings were sent to Otter, an online transcription service, for verbatim transcription. Field notes were taken during each interview and qualitative memos were written after each interview to provide contextual information and separate researcher bias to further establish trustworthiness of the study (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Guba & Lincoln, 1989). Transcripts were coded both by hand and in the data analysis software NVivo 12 through open and axial coding while utilizing the constant comparative method (Creswell, 2013).  

Findings

RO1: Research objective one sought to determine the importance agricultural communications professionals place on creativity in the workplace. Two themes emerged from the data collected for this objective: creativity is important and impacts on creative development. 

The consensus from all participants was that creativity is important. Each participant utilized creativity in their own workflow and emphasized the need for creative agricultural communications. Charlie reflected on the need to explore an individual’s creative process and stated, “It’s been my experience that creativity is often wanted, but creativity can be very messy.” Additionally, participants mentioned the need for creativity is apparent in today’s consumer media as agricultural communicators are competing for their audience’s time. As Noah explained,
What it means to be creative in this industry has changed…When a farmer goes to a mailbox or turns on the TV, they’re not just watching farm stuff, and they compare what we do to the other media they consume. So that ups the ante creatively. We have to maintain a certain level of quality.

To further explain the influence of creativity, participants were asked to prioritize the four approaches of creativity for their perceived level of impact on creative development. Each participant had differing views on how they prioritized these creative approaches depending on their own personal values and interpretations of creativity. With the varied responses, Renae commented on the need for balance between the four approaches to creativity:
The most creative person is going to find the balance between all of those things. I don’t think any one over the other is going to be more influential. Obviously, that’s the ideal situation, [but] you’re not going to find that all the time.

RO2: Research objective two sought to explore agricultural communications professionals’ evaluation of how well they feel creativity is utilized within the field. This evaluation led to productive discussions about the strengths and continued needs for creativity within the field. Two themes emerged from the data collected for this objective: strengths and opportunities. 

Participants mentioned many creative strengths within the industry and specifically noted that agricultural communicators excel at being creative. Emma said, “[We] do a pretty good job, in general, relative to the size of our budget and other limitations.” Another strength expressed was the storytelling abilities of agricultural communicators. As Maggie explained, being able to tell agriculture’s story is “really where our creativity shines.” Additionally, participants felt communicating within the agricultural industry was their specialty and something they did well. Maggie stated, “We understand our own language, and we get our own motivations.”

Each participant was very passionate about their insights for opportunities for improvement within the field, which resulted in three sub-themes: technology adaptation, creativity in agricultural communications, and continuing education. Participants noted that adapting to new technology has brought not only challenges, but also excitement for the future. It was mentioned that many communication roles have small teams and a fast-paced environment which can negatively impact creativity. Maggie explained, “The speed at which people are asked to work and the level of content that people are asked to put out can sometimes be detrimental to the creative process.” However, new equipment and technology made some of the participants excited about what was to come, how they could improve their workflow, and opportunities for new content creation. 

Participants noted the potential for creativity in agricultural communications is vast. Noah acknowledged that communicators often feel the need to wear many hats but emphasized the importance of trusting the expertise of creative individuals within the industry. He said, “Being a utility player is great, but at some point, we have to lean into expertise [of ourselves and others].” Participants also discussed the need for more freedom in their schedules to collect content and expand connections with consumer audiences by getting outside of the agricultural bubble. The notion that the agricultural industry is rooted in tradition was also discussed. However, as Maggie stated, “You have to find a balance in the ag industry of respecting tradition and where you’ve been but finding a way to continue to find new ideas, new ways of looking at things…where they can resonate with multiple generations.” 

Continuing education efforts also arose throughout many of the conversations with participants. According to Harper, “It’s your responsibility to improve as a person and invest in yourself, not only for yourself but also for your company.” Blair discussed the need for soft-skill development as she felt many young professionals have an inability to network and make connections with those around them. The need for both creativity training and technical education was also discussed. Renae stated, “I do think it’s [creativity] teachable.” Mason added that if agricultural communicators do not know what it means to be creative, “they’re not able to really focus on the problem.” Emma noted a thorough understanding of technical knowledge and rules of the field would help someone be more creative. She said, “Whenever you start knowing the rules well enough that you can break them with confidence, then you start to have a creative project.”

Conclusions/Implications/Recommendations

Participants clearly reinforcement the need for creativity as agricultural communicators work to compete with mainstream media. Their emphasis on the importance of creative skills needed by agricultural communications professionals aligns with previous research from Clem (2013) who found creativity to be an important soft skill desired by industry professionals. The development of creative skills should be a priority in higher education and throughout the profession to help ensure a continued workforce that is equipped to address the growing challenges the industry faces. 

Although no one approach to creativity was prioritized over the others by these participants, their discussions supported Rhodes (1961) initial evaluation of each approach to creativity. Helping individuals understand what impacts their own creative talent would allow them to better see where their creativity fits best within their work environment, their personality, and their creative process, thus expanding their creative potential. Additionally, acknowledging the strengths and opportunities for creative growth throughout the field of agricultural communications, professionals can begin to better understand their own creative skills and strive to improve them. These discussions with participants emphasized the need to focus on connecting with both consumer and agricultural audiences through the lens of storytelling. 
 
Advances in technology have brought many great opportunities for communicating about the industry, but they have also added to the workload of professionals. Agricultural communicators and their organizations should acknowledge that not everything can be done, in addition to being creative, with the current budgets, employees, and resources available, which may allow for a more productive and creative work environment. Professionals should understand their own limitations and find ways to work around them to improve creative efforts. 
 
Participants refenced the idea that there is always room for improvement and finding new ways for continued education is one way to do that. Continuing one’s education enhances the resources, knowledge, and ability of an individual, which encourages the creative person, reinforces the creative process, and enriches the creative environment in order to improve the overall creative product (Rhodes, 1961).
 
Organizations should recognize this need for creativity and implement components within their organization to support the creative needs addressed within the 4 Ps of creativity. Additionally, opportunities for further education in technical and soft skills should be made available for practitioners. Higher education programs should focus on the development of technical knowledge and soft skills, promotion of professional development trainings, and alignment of creative thinking training with discipline desires. Future research should expand the scope and depth of this study to gain more in-sight into creativity within agricultural fields. An exploration of tactics and ways to promote creative skill development in students and professionals would also add to the knowledge on this topic.
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